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religiously shallow,
he says his politics
are rooted in Bible

Master showman

of the left is taking -

his ‘peace ministry’
outside the church

MARY REINHOLZ

T'S SOMETIMES hard to know

whether he’s a dyed-in-the-wool

Protestant divine or a divinely in-

spired protest leader. The Rev.
William Sloane Coffin Jr. has been a

roq i
long that he has become a kind of in-
stitution, a one-man extravaganza of
religious and political controversy.

His supporters say that the senior
minister of Riverside Church is a lov-
ing pastor whose anti-establishment
stances spring from a profound reli-
gious belief. His critics say he’s a mas-
ter showman and political activist
who lacks theological depth and
wouldn't mind setting up his own
shadow government.

More extreme Coffin apponents, cit-
i i jnt i CIA and
h rt of Marxist leade!
claim he’s in | with the KGB and

. Yale-educated Coffin, a

member of the W.&J. Sloane furni-
ture family, whose ancestors go back
to the Pilgrims on his mother’s side,
says he’s steeped in the Old Testa-
ment prophecies. “Justice is central,
not ancillary, to the Christian faith,”
he says during an interview at his
fifth-floor office overlooking the Hud-
son in Morningside Heights. “Coun-
tries that are more concerned with
disorder than injustice invariably
produce both.
“That's a pragmatic view. It’s also

hical view and it's 2 biblical view. Twenty-sev-
en-hundred years ago, the prophet Amos said to
such governments, ‘You think to defer the day of
:nisfonune. ... but you'll hasten the reign of vio-
ence.””

A‘l‘ RIVEJQSIDE, across the street from where

his uncle Henry Sloane Coffin was president
of the Union Theological Seminary, he has de-
gounced poverty in the midst of plenty, U.S. aid to
the contras and funds for nuclear builhup. Of the
arms race. he says flatly: “The great moral issues
that face this country and the world are whether or
not we're going to blow ourselves up in the next few
decades. Only.God has the authority to end life on
this planet.” . ,
Last Sunday, wesring a bright red ministerial
gown and looking a bit like a renegade Puritan with
his high-domed forchead and white curls, he strode
upto Riverside’s liberal pulpit and announced his
resignation, effective Dec. 31, in !yp,ically forthright

‘fashion.

Coffin. who turned 63 last month, will head a new
disarmament organization in Washington, D.C.,
called Sane-Freeze, a merger of two peace groups
(the. Committe for a SANE Nuclear Policy and the
Nuclear Weap Freeze Campaign).

Worshipers gavé Coffin a standing ovation, their
applause and shouts of “Bravo!” rolling in warm
waves over this energetic, gutsy, ambitious and
complicated man known as a leading opponent of
the Viestonm War when he wan chaplain at Yale,
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11e has u renly textured resume: It includes har-
mony lessons in Paris at age 14, when he longed to
be o concert pinnist; service as a World War 11 in-
fantry officer: fluency ih French and Russian; his
anti-Stalinist work for the CIA in the 1950s; and the
study of God and man at Yale. - L

Many parishinners were moved to tears by ‘Cof-
fin’s announcement. “I'm saddened because Bill
has brought so much life and vitality to the church,”™
says Lowis Gropp. on the -search committee that

He was referring to his critics in the Men's Class,
a bible studies group that has sniped at Coffin ever
since he arrived at Riverside. Through its unsigned
and often vitriolic newsletter. The Messenger, the
Men’s Class has impugned C(szin'shpatriqustt: l.i?d
d ed u| ssipy details about his priva e,
c;fldrv;g‘h sou‘:'c;e‘; say. William Coles, president of the
Men’s Class, refused to comment.

But Men's Class member Bryan Sterling ac!mowl—
edged that he wrote a much-published editorial last
March in the group’s newsletter accusing Mn of
mismanagement and calling for his resignation. It

- -said Coflin had brought Riverside to the brink of fi-

brought Coffin (o the interdenominational church
in 1977. “He's done wonderful things." _
Others -were plainly plessed. “He's- finally in
charge of an organization that is more to his liking.
And this is good for the church. The tail will now
stop wagging the dog.” says the Rev. Channing E.
Phillips, a black Riverside minister, now on sick

Jeave, who has openly feuded with Coffin. '

Gropp acknowledged that a “tiny minority” of
Riverside's 3,00-plus congregation had bitterly op-
posed Coffin’s lel/hiberal polities and some of the
programs his lcadership fostered. These included

. an educational peace and disarmament task force,
sanctuary for a Guatemalan refugee family in defi- -

ance of immigration laws and a fetlowship group for
gays and lesbians. -

Coflin seemed eager to quash speculation that he
was being driven out of Riverside by a small band of
ideological foes. “After being in a place for 10 years
and you're 63, you've got maybe one biggie left.”
Coffin told a press conference after the service. “I
don’t think four-and-a-half people could have
chused me out.”

nancial ruin and turned it into a “notorious den for
politicos of the lefl. . . ." '

o R g TR R
""" Coffin, who dismisses his detractors in The Men's

. Class as. reactionery elders spreading “a’ witch’s

brew of lies and half-truths,”, admits that Riverside
is in & fiscal crisis, but he attributes that in part to
inNation. He says the church, which had a $1.2 mil-
lon deficit at the end of June, will necd three years
to get out of the Nnancia! woods.

An ordained Presbyterian minister, CoMn has
long seemed to court controversy. During his 18

. year {enure at Yale, he became a Freedom.Rider,
going South to protest local segregation laws. He
was an early opponent of the Vietnam War and,
with pediatrician Benjamin Spock, was arrested in
1968 for aiding draft resisters. His conviction was
overturned on appeal.

Despite his reputation for hell-raising, Coffin can
be a conciliatory influence, says his friend Paul
Moore, Episcopal bishop of the Diocese of New
York Moore, who was on the Board of Trustees at
Yale during the tumultuous student protests of the
1860s, says Coffin helped keep things cool. “Yale
did not have any campus rioting. Bill was in a lead-

ership position. He had the total confidence of the
students and the president” Adds Moore: “He's
,also one of the most loving people | know."”

Coffin. married for the third time in 1584 to Ran-
dy Wilson of Vermont, has had his shine of personsl
trugedy. lis son Alexander, 23, died in a I983 car
accident. He has two other children—Amy, 29, and
David, 27—by his first wife, Eva Rubinstein, daugh-

It was World War [I that seemed to catapuit Cof-
fin into the ministry. “World War I raised sl the
important questions: Why do human beings behave
the way they do to each other? Either it's man’s in-
humanity to man or people falling on a grenade that
there’s no time to throw back.™ =

He says his new position will offer him the oppor-
tunity to continue a ministry of peace and social
justice full time. Asked how he knows he is right
about complex subjects, he says, “I just feel it in my
bones. Put it this way: All Americans will agree that
all men are created equal. but not too many feel the

trosity of inequality.”
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